Abstract
Since 1978, the vote reported for House incumbents in the American National Election Studies has been significantly higher than the actual incumbents' vote in the districts surveyed; in NES surveys before 1978, the reported vote was much closer to the actual vote. The prime suspect for the source of this bias is the new question format introduced in 1978 and used in all subsequent studies. We document the problem and review the results of several question-wording experiments that confirm the superior accuracy of a format that does not mention the candidates' names over the ballot format currently in use. We also find evidence that a modified version of the ballot format may reduce the pro-incumbent bias, so that improvement may be possible without a major interruption of the post-1978 NES times series.
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The American National Election Study was overhauled in 1978 to enhance its coverage of congressional elections. Before the overhaul, the vote for House candidates reported in the NES surveys generally matched the district level vote quite satisfactorily.
No systematic bias favoring one set of candidates-incumbents or, more generally, winners-appeared in survey responses. From 1978 onward, however, respondents have consistently overstated their support for House incumbents. Table 1 shows the magnitude and persistence of the problem. Prior to 1978, the reported vote and the actual district vote rarely differed by more than a percentage point or two; since 1978, the reported vote for House incumbents in contested districts has been, on average, 8.5 percentage points higher than the actual district vote. 1 [ Table 1 here]
The systematic over-report of votes for incumbents since 1978 is ironic and disconcerting, for whole purpose of redesigning the NES was to improve understanding of congressional elections, and the House vote is obviously a key variable in this endeavor. In this article, we examine how and why this problem has arisen and consider what can or should be done about it. In the first section, we examine three changes made as part of 1978 overhaul that could have inadvertently led to the overstating of votes for incumbents: sampling, question order, and the wording and presentation of the vote question. The altered vote question turns out to be the prime suspect. We then report some split sample experiments from three 1996 surveys that confirm these suspicions. Next we consider why the question format in use since 1978 produces a pro-incumbent bias. Finally, we conclude that although both formats induce errors, the older NES format probably produces less 4 distortion. Fortunately, a slightly modified version of the newer question format shows promise of reducing the pro-incumbent bias and could be adopted without radically altering the NES time series initiated with 1978 study.
The Source of Bias
Initially, it appeared that the pro-incumbent bias in the reported House vote might be the result of an unfortunate sample. Looking to explain the 10.8 point overstatement of incumbent support in the 1978 survey, Jacobson (1981) noticed that districts with strong incumbents and weak challengers had been over sampled, accounting for at least some of the discrepancy between the actual vote share won by incumbents and that reported in the survey. Optimistically, he attributed problem to the (bad) luck of the draw and expected it to disappear on its own. The problem did not disappear. When Eubank and Gow (1983; Gow and Eubank 1984) found a clear pro-incumbent bias again in the 1980 and 1982 surveys, the sample of districts could no longer be blamed, for the sampling frame was changed after 1980.
A second possible source of the bias was the addition to the survey instrument in 1978 of a large battery of new questions about the incumbent's activity. Gow and Eubank noted that the increase in the reported vote for incumbents between the pre-and post-1978 surveys occurred primarily among voters who identified with the challenger's party and who were so poorly informed that they could not recall the name of either candidate. They also pointed out that the survey asked a number of questions dealing with the incumbent's activities prior to asking the vote question. They concluded that hearing and responding to these questions had prompted some of the uninformed respondents to "remember" voting for incumbent when they had not (1983). Eubank and Gow proposed to solve the problem by asking the vote question before questions about the incumbent's activities. The NES Board of Overseers agreed. In 1984, the vote question was asked before any of the candidate questions except name recall and recognition (derived from the thermometer scale). Since 1984, the only questions about candidates asked before the vote question are those that refer to both candidates equally (name recall, feeling thermometers, likes and dislikes, and the contact battery); all questions referring exclusively to the incumbent are asked after the vote question.
Unfortunately, changing the question order did not solve the problem either. Overreporting of the vote for House incumbents has continued at the same level, as the data in Table 1 [ Figure 1 here]
In telephone surveys attempting to replicate the ballot format, the candidates' names and parties are read to the respondent.
The logic of switching to the ballot card seemed compelling. The new question format was intended to reproduce more faithfully the situation in the voting booth, where the names and parties of the candidates are right there in front of voters as they make their choice. The innovation was expected to increase the accuracy of reported voting behavior.
Instead, it was followed by a substantial overstatement of the vote for incumbents in every subsequent survey. Jacobson and Rivers (1993) predicted that the 1992 SES would show little over-reporting of the vote for House incumbents; they were right (see the SES entry for 1992 in Table 1 ).
Experimental Evidence
To supplement the "natural" experiments provide by temporal changes in NES and SES question wording formats, we conducted three question wording experiments during the 1996 elections, using the Ohio Union Study, National Black Election Study (NBES), and Texas Post Election Survey. 4 Each survey used a split sample design in which respondents were randomly assigned into two groups. Half of each sample was asked the pre-1978 (no names) version of the vote question. The other half was asked the ballot format version. The results of these experiments are reported in Table 2 .
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The experiments confirm that, just as in the NES and SES survey results suggested, the post-1978 ballot format produces a higher level of reported votes for incumbents. The
Ohio Union Survey shows a 6.1 percentage point difference, the Texas Survey a 5.2 point difference, and the NBES, a 4.5 point difference. The average difference for the three surveys is 5.3 percentage points, quite close to the NES result. With the relatively small number of cases available for analysis, differences of this magnitude cannot reach statistical significance, but the consistency of the results is nonetheless impressive. Because the split sample design controls for all other potential influences, the differences in reported incumbent support can be attributed only to differences in the survey questions.
[ Table 2 here]
Sources of Bias in the Ballot Question Format
Why does the ballot form bias the reported vote for House incumbents? Wright (1993) concluded that the new question wording triggered a "bandwagon" effect, drawing the more uncommitted and uninformed voters toward support of the election's winner.
Wright argued that "the ballot format does not fully replicate the polling booth. The respondent has been exposed to post-election media and conversations. These signal the winner as well as provide new information about all the candidates. Respondents unable to reliably recall their earlier vote choice must reconstruct that evaluation, and this reconstruction is based on information currently in memory" (1993:298). The ballot form thus promotes a "bandwagon" effect; winners get more (and more positive) attention, inducing some uninformed voters mistakenly to recall voting for them. Table 3 reports the results.
[ Table 3 here]
Both experiments confirm that the question wording has no effect on the votes of to the other surveys we examine. 6 In any case, the split-sample experiments leave little doubt that the ballot form induces some relatively uninformed voters to mistakenly recall voting for the incumbent.
In sum, then, the ballot format evidently exaggerates the incumbent's support because people are far more likely to recognize (and thus have their uncertain memories prompted by) the incumbents name than the challenger's name. One testable implication of this view is that if one were to examine the choices of only those respondents who could name the candidate they voted for without being given the candidates' names, the incumbents' support should be even more exaggerated, because respondents are so much more likely to be able to recall an incumbent's than a challenger's name.
This is exactly what we observe in the pre-1978 surveys. Table 4 shows how the votes of respondents were distributed depending on whether they were determined by the first ("Who did you vote for?") or the second ("Which party was that?") part of the vote question. Consistently, the format picks up a disproportionate share of incumbents' voters when the "who?" question is asked, then restores the balance with a disproportionate share of the challengers' voters when the "which party?" question is asked. When both responses are combined, the result usually matches the actual vote quite closely. The second part of the question, then, allows the party prompt to kick in, redressing the imbalance created by differential familiarity with the candidates. Both questions probably induce errors of unknown magnitude-the first through the incumbent's greater salience (leading to an overstatement of the incumbent's support), the second through the voter's partisanship (leading to an overstatement of support for challengers of the respondent's party)-but if so, the errors are of similar size, thus offsetting one another (Jacobson and Rivers 1993) .
[ Table 4 here] By this logic, the ballot form should have the most impact on the challenger's partisans, because they are much more likely than the incumbent's partisans to recognize the other party's candidate but not their own. [ Table 5 here]
What Is To Be Done?
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The implications of these results are disconcerting. On one hand, we have evidence that the pre-1978 format produces reported voting patterns that match the actual vote much more closely than does the new format (although it produces errors of its own that are only netted out). On the other hand, the NES now has a eleven-election time series employing the new format, and breaking the series by reinstituting the old format would render crosstime comparisons thoroughly suspect. The 1994 elections forcefully remind us of the knowledge that could be lost were format-induced changes commingled with real behavioral changes.
The 1994 NES actually tested one potential solution, though the test has not, to our knowledge, been previously evaluated. If the over-report of votes for incumbents arises from the ballot form's emphasis of the name cue at the expense of the party cue, it might be possible reduce the bias by giving the party label greater prominence on the ballot card. To test this possibility, the 1994 sample was randomly divided into two groups, each receiving either the traditional ballot card or a revised ballot card. An example of the traditional ballot card is shown in Figure 1 . The revised card differed by printing the candidates' party labels in bold, italicized letters in a different font directly below their names (see Figure 2) .
The results, reported in Table 6 , are quite promising, although statistically somewhat inconclusive because of the small sample.
[ Figure 2 and Table 6 here]
The over-report of votes for incumbents in contested districts was 6.7 percentage points under the old ballot format, compared with only 3.3 percentage points under the revised format highlighting the party label. Substantively, the improvement is considerable, reducing the pro-incumbent bias by more than half. In addition, the over-report under the new ballot format is not significantly different from the actual result, while under it the old ballot format, it is (p=.01). Although the difference between the accuracy of the results using the two formats, 3.5 percentage points, does not reach conventional levels of statistical significance (p=.31), even a .69 probability of getting a true reduction in bias by adopting the revised ballot card makes the change attractive.
Moreover, in comparisons to other election years, the revised format produces an over-report significantly smaller than that of all of the 1978-1996 studies taken together was not, would provide a second data set for examining the consequences of adopting the revised ballot format for subsequent studies. We strongly recommend that NES undertake this replication.
Ohio State University; the NBES sample was predominantly African Americans; the response rate was 65 percent. The PI for the 1996 Texas Post Election Survey was Robert Stein, Rice University; the Texas survey was of voters; the response rate was 64 percent.
The National Science Foundation grant (number SBR-974014) was used to provide partial funding for the 1996 Texas Post Election Survey. The authors are grateful to all of them for their contributions to this study. The Ohio Union Study and the NBES do not provide national or statewide samples, so the appropriate comparison is between results of the alternative ballot formats, not between reported and actual results at the district level.
5. In fairness to Wright (1993) , there is evidence that in 1994, victorious Republicans candidates did enjoy a post-election bandwagon (Box-Steffensmeier and Jacobson 1995).
We also examined whether being interviewed longer after the election induced more proincumbent responses. In both the Texas survey (which was completed within a short time after the election) and the NBES (which interviewed into January 1997) the probability of giving a pro-incumbent response was not related to the date of the survey. Jacobson and Rivers' (1993) analysis of the NES surveys also found no evidence that the timing of the survey affected the degree of over-reporting of votes for incumbents.
6. Unlike the NES and NBES studies, Texas respondents were not given a large battery of the thermometer scales that are used to measure name recognition unobtrusively; they were asked only to rate the two House candidate's on the 100-point thermometer scale. Thus they got the question "cold," without the usual easy identifications (the president, vice president, and so forth) to stimulate their political memories. 
_____________________________________________________________________

Note:
The over-report is calculated by taking the mean of the difference between the vote for the House incumbent reported in the survey and the actual district vote, weighted by the number of respondents in each district; see Jacobson and Rivers (1993) ; the number of survey cases is in parentheses a P-value is for significance of the difference between the estimates of over-report of the incumbent's vote generated from the two ballot question formats. a P-value is for significance of the difference between the estimates of the incumbent's vote generated from the two ballot question formats Table 1 are from the cumulative data file. 
_______________________________________________________________________ Note: Number of observations is in parentheses.
a P-value is for significance of the difference between the estimates of the incumbent's vote generated from the two ballot question formats. 
________________________________________________________________________ Note: Includes districts contested by both major parties only; number of survey cases in parentheses.
a P-value is for significance of the difference between the estimates of the incumbent's actual vote share and the vote share estimated by the alternative ballot formats. 
CANDIDATES FOR U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
Raymond Beckworth Democrat
Jack Kingston Republican
CANDIDATES FOR STATE GOVERNOR
Zell Miller Democrat
Guy Millner Republican
